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From tasty treats to special swimsuits, some of ISU’s most impressive inventions
As a university focused on science and technology, Iowa State has had several innovations that continue to impact 
our lives today. In 2012, the 4,000th invention was filed at the University Research Foundation. Here we have sampled 
some well-known and lesser-known inventions and discoveries by people associated with the university.
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First automatic electronic data computer:
The search for a faster, more advanced calculator in the 1930s led to 
the development of the world’s first digital computer at Iowa State. 
John Vincent Atanasoff, professor of physics, worked on theoretical 
physics which required intensive mathematical calculations. Thus, 
he started to develop a calculator which could produce accurate 
and faster results. With help from other faculty members, he first 
tried to improvise analog models such as the IBM tabulator and 
the Laplaciometer. Eventually, he decided to work on an electronic 
model with his graduate assistant Clifford Berry, and developed 
the Atanasoff-Berry Computer, which also came to be known as 
the ABC model. Today, a replica of the original ABC model sits in           
Durham Hall.  
As the machine was never patented, litigation concerning the 
first electronic computer dragged on for years. In 1973, a federal 
court finally declared that the ABC model was the precursor to the 
electronic digital computer.
SOURCE: JOHN VINCENT ATANASOFF AND THE BIRTH OF ELECTRONIC   
DIGITAL COMPUTING, DEPARTMENT OF COMPUTER SCIENCE.
HTTP://JVA.CS.IASTATE.EDU/OPERATION.PHP
Speedo Fastskin suit:
Top swimmers at the Beijing Olympics in 2008 had someone at Iowa 
State to thank. Kinesiology professor Rick Sharp helped design the 
Speedo Fastsuit used by several swimmers in the Beijing Olympics. 
According to an ISU news service release, swimmers wearing the 
specially-designed suit won 94 percent of the gold medals and broke 
several world records at the Olympic meet. In 2010, the Fédération 
Internationale de Natation (FINA) issued new rules regulating the 
type of materials that could be used in a swimsuit. The third edition 
of the swimsuit was used by American swimmer Michael Phelps who 
broke several records at the London Olympics. The new swimsuit 
with a cap and goggle allows swimmers “to cut through the water 
with maximum efficiency.”
SOURCE: ISU'S SHARP CONTINUES TO ASSIST SPEEDO IN DESIGN    
OF FASTSKIN?(R) RACING SYSTEM, ISU NEWS SERVICE
Iowa State Ingenuity
10 ethosmagazine.org
BY VARAD DIWATE    DESIGN AND ILLUSTRATION ALIXANDRIA COLLINS
Fax machine technology:
The technology to send documents through telephone lines to be 
received at the other end might seem outdated. However, even in 
the age of email and social media, it is still used in some fields as 
a means of official communication. David Nicholas, alumnus of 
the electrical engineering department, developed the technology 
to efficiently convert text into digital information which plays an 
important role in fax technology. This was instrumental in creating 
low-cost fax models and making production commercially viable. 
The research was part of his doctoral thesis.
This breakthrough was patented and used by major fax 
manufacturers. So far, the patent has brought in over $36 million for 
Iowa State, the highest for any single patent. The department created 
an endowed professorship to honor Nicholas’ work.
SOURCE: DAVID C. NICHOLAS PROFESSORSHIP     
 IN ELECTRICAL AND COMPUTER ENGINEERING
Rice Krispies Treats:
Every time you bite into a Rice Krispies Treat, you can thank an Iowa 
State graduate. The sweet treat was invented by Mildred Day, an Iowa 
State graduate in home economics. After graduation in 1928, Day 
started working at Kellogg's cereal company in Battle Creek, Mich. 
She worked in the company’s test kitchen.  
Rice Krispies cereal came on the market in 1928. It is believed that in 
1939, Day worked with one of her co-workers to possibly improvise 
an earlier Treats recipe. The key was using marshmallows so that the 
puffed rice would stick together in a solid block.
The Krispies product came out on the market in 1941, even as the 
recipe was already public. In 2001, students at Iowa State worked on 
a huge Rice Krispies Treat weighing almost 2,500 pounds during the 
Veishea celebration to honor Day.
SOURCE: DATACENTRAL, FAMOUS IOWANS, DES MOINES REGISTER.
Blue Cheese Technology:
Owners at Maytag Dairy Farm in Newton, Iowa were looking for a 
way to produce blue cheese at their dairy farm. They were willing 
to build a manufacturing facility and pay the university royalties for 
the technology. So, they approached the university’s food science 
department. In 1937, two microbiology professors, Clarence Lane 
and Bernard Hammer developed the required process using 
homogenized milk to make blue cheese. Hammer had studied 
strains of the blue mold that give the cheese its unique flavor and this 
process is now the industry standard for large-scale manufacturing. 
The discovery was significant as it offered an alternative to the 
imported Danish blue cheese and French Roquefort.
SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF ANIMAL SCIENCE 125TH POINTS     
OF PRIDE, COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE AND LIFE SCIENCES.
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